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History
Zoppeé
An Italian Family Circus
History

The Zoppé Family Circus emerged from humble beginnings more than 160 years ago to become one
of the legendary circuses in all of Europe. And like many good legends, it began with a boy and a girl
falling in love.

In 1842, a young French street performer named Napoleone Zoppé wandered into a plaza in
Budapest, Hungary, looking for work. There, his eyes glanced upon a beautiful equestrian ballerina
named Ermengilda, who captured the hearts and minds of the crowd with her grace and
showmanship. More importantly, this talented beauty captured Napoleone's heatrt.

However, since Napoleone was a clown, Ermengilda’'s father saw him as beneath her and
disapproved of their relationship. The two ran away to Venice, Italy, and founded the circus that still
bears their name. Over the generations, the circus survived wars and political upheaval in Italy and
the rest of Europe.

Alberto Zoppé, Napoleone's great-grandson, inherited the circus almost 100 years later. A grand
equestrian in his own right, Alberto toured Europe with the circus since his youth, forging many unique
friendships along the way, including one with famed actor/director Orson Welles.

Welles, who was working in Rome at the time, persuaded Alberto to take a role in a small film about
the circus being shot in London. Alberto was then offered a job by John Ringling North of Ringling
Brothers fame, who was putting together the circus acts for Cecil B. Demille's Oscar-winning film, The
Greatest Show on Earth. Alberto was hesitant to leave his family circus in Italy for America, but North
was persistent and offered to loan the family circus an elephant for the show as long as Alberto
worked for him. He obliged and was prominently featured in the film.

Alberto would remain in America, producing circuses for Ringling and starting his own family.
Together with his wife Sandra, Alberto has ushered in a new generation to continue the family
tradition. Their children, Giovanni, Tosca and Carla, along with their spouses, have all been active at
one time or another in the family business. Giovanni revived the Zoppé Family Circus in America six
years ago, and has since been building its reputation with audiences and critics as an enchanting
exhibition of traditional European circus.

Giovanni credits his family with helping to maintain the grand traditions. He is especially grateful to his
father, who at 82 years old, still manages to wow the crowd every time he steps into the ring. "He's
the star of the show," Giovanni says. "He's the one who will capture you. He's just an amazing
performer. I'm very proud to see him in the ring and performing."

For his part, Alberto believes it's the audience that keeps circus performers like him young and in the
ring. "When you see that somebody loves what you're doing, you enjoy it even more," Alberto says. "l
was born into show business, so | don't think I'm going to get out of it before | die. I'm 82 now, and I've
got an artificial hip and an artificial knee, but I still don't want to get out."
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Reviews

Ehe New Jork Times

The Family Business, 163 Years Under the Big Top

By MICHAEL WILSON
August 21, 2005
The New York Times

SCHAUMBURG, lll. - Alberto Zoppé, 83, as worn, dedtand patched together as the canvas of the
big top over his head, looked toward his feet awhlted the broken bones, working his way up.

"Oh, one foot, one ankle, one leg one time, oneKrge said in the accent of his native Italy. "The
hip. They replace the hip and go back and do itmagaeplace both hips."

Mr. Zoppé is the patriarch of the Zoppé Family Ggca
traveling band of men, women, children and anirttzds races
between county fairs and suburbs like this one Gégcago,
playing a few shows a day for a week or more thhowg the
summer before splitting up into their solo actsiaga

The Zoppé circus evokes something from a pictuo& hbe
clown, the trapeze, the dancing dogs, the ringthedent. The
show is frozen in a time long before the high-cabchkigh-
dollar Cirque du Soleil, which has opened its fougsident
show in Las Vegas.

"Nobody knows what real circus is," said the shdwgat man and lead clown, Mr. Zoppé's son,
Giovanni Zoppé, 39. "I'm not going to say we'retdrethan Soleil at all. It's a wonderful, wonderful
thing. But it's not circus. When a kid imaginesraus, this is what they think dt's exactly the way

it's supposed to bédt's like the circus was 100 years ago."

Or, more precisely, as it was 163 years ago, ir218&hen a French clown named Napoline Zoppé met
a ballerina, Ermenegilda, in Hungary, and theyaamy to Venice. They were Alberto's great-
grandparents.

"Cecil B. DeMille brought me here from lItaly," Alde Zoppé said before an evening performance in
Schaumburg earlier this month. "He tried to getfanghree years, but | can't come, because the show
in Italy is going so well. | say, 'Well, what abatiyou send an elephant here to replace me?' e sa
'0.K., but I don't have an elephant.’ He includethe contract to replace Alberto Zoppé with one
elephant, immediately."

Mr. Zoppé appeared in "The Greatest Show on Eavh,'DeMille's Oscar-winning film, and rose in
circus lore with his signature act: a backwards, $bmersault - his torso straight as a pole, uaied
into a ball - off the back of a running horse. Otite back of a second running horse.

He met his wife, then Sandra Kayler, in the eaflgd's on the road. "They asked for volunteers from
the audience,"” Sandra recalled. "No one would welemfor it, and | felt bad, so | volunteered. Hasw
43. I was 17." They married and had three children.
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Fifteen summers ago, it almost fell apart. Giovamas 30 feet from the ground, at least, spinnirdy en
over-end while standing on a trapeze, a highligliti® clown act. It was not a terribly complicatect,
and he had done it many times, but on that nigimhade a mistake.

"l reached out for the balloon,"” he said. "I wentside the circle of centrifugal force. | came down
headfirst. | remember falling, but | don't remembwerch after that.”

His mother said he landed in a fetal position mshwdust of the ring and stopped moving. "l dream
about it," she said, still clearly shaken by themoey.

He spent four days in a coma and awoke incoherghtisting to his right, to the extent that when he
was able to walk, he dragged his shoulder alongigine wall of the hallway.

But Giovanni recovered, emerging with damaged steonh memory and a body with a right side and
a left side that still do not act entirely in hamyoHe again put on the costume of Nino the Clowt a
returned to the ring on the one-year anniversatyoccident.

On the opening night of a five-day run this momttfschaumburg, about 100 children and their parents
climbed up the bleachers. It was a hot night utigetent, and the dozen performers were already
sweating as they joined in a circle outside angguteor a good night.

Nino the Clown opened the show, with pratfalls Bnabm gags, calling children out of the crowd to
help him find his lost hat. His younger sister, Gamsperformed equestrian tricks.

These days, the elder Mr. Zoppé watches from ceitsie ring. He suffered a stroke during an act in
October and later broke his hip, and now walks wowly with a cane. "To do a somersault from one
horse to another,” he said, "I don't know. | hdgsill hope."

They gathered after the show outside Giovanni'sti&eod Avion trailer and rehashed their opening-
night foul-ups - a human tower collapsed, with arobhat accidentally stepping on another's throat.
Ahead lay a two-day drive to Hamburg, N.Y., whdre group is performing through Sunday.

"I'd love to play in just one city,” Sandra said.

"Well," her son countered, "that's like a regutay.|
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Staging the Family Circus

by Jim Distasio

In 1948, Alberto Zoppeleft his native Italy for America, bringing with i a family-circus tradition
that dates to 1842. Today his son, Giovanni, 3thadriving force behind the Zoppé Family Circus,
one of the last old-fashioned, family-run, one-raiguses left touring the United States.

"Everything is spinning so fast today, we wantalielience to forget about everything and just step
back in time with us," says Giovanni, the circugducer and head clown.

The Zoppe circus is unapologetically authenticifrits intimate 500-seat tent with wood-plank
bleachers to a performance that includes small-alnacts, trapeze acrobatics and the kind of grand-
gesture, silent comedy perfected by Charlie Chaplin

A typical show features 15 to 25 performers, allt@m family and friends. In addition to Giovanni
(who plays Nino the Clown), his mother, Sandra, fatlder, now 83 and recovering from a stroke, the
regulars include sister Tosca, an equestrian; Tobcsband, Jay Walther, the ringmaster; sistdaCar
a dog trainer; and Carla's husband, Rudolf Heiadarmer lion tamer who now performs with
canines. The traveling entertainers also includesic who specialize in juggling fire and a grotip o
college-age, non-Zoppe circus performers that Gioviovingly dubbed "the Prego Troupe" because
"they're fake lItalian, just like the sauce."

Related by blood or not, they're all members ofzbppe family, says Giovanni. "When circus
performers believe in the true artistry of whatreéfying to do, the ties are as thick as bloodpif
thicker," he says.

"We're always together, always counting on onelargt says Tosca, who even found love on the
road. She met her husband, Jay, who didn't hait fiacircus background, during a performance in
New Jersey. "l went on the road with them for wiitdibught would be just a year," Walther says.
"Thirteen years later, it's still phenomenal.”

Keeping a circus on the road is challenging, eeersémeone as youthfully exuberant as Giovanni.
Unlike most big-budget circuses, the Zoppés atheis own crew, pounding in the stakes and raising
the large tent themselves. "When you're perfornmrfye ring and you know you physically set up the
surroundings, it's a whole new level of satisfatti@siovanni says.



. The set-up is performed quickly, but with greatgand sometimes
ends only a few moments before the Zoppés don meEstio greet
audience members as they enter the tent.

As the show's booking agent, Giovanni also logsentioan 6,000
cell-phone minutes each month to fill the troupéés/-through-
September season. When he hits the road from thi¢/fla home base
in Greenbrier, Ark. (pop. 3,042), his caravan casg® seven classic-
model trucks and trailers that last year racke§2,000 in fuel bills
in just three months.

Keeping an eye on the bottom line doesn't quitengiedfit a performer whose signature bit is
balancing a broom atop a fake red nose. "Nino tlb&v@ comes naturally to me," Giovanni says with
a smile. "The businessman, Giovanni Zoppe, théfisut to do.”

During the early years of the circus, when he gfiedjto book more than a few weeks of work for the
season, Giovanni turned down offers from managaigpaomoters whose bottom lines didn't connect
with his old-fashioned, family-first approach.

"Today, it's about making more money," he sayslofi't think about that. | want to know how I'm
going to make that kid in the front row smile. Thathat keeps me going."

The Zoppes are on firmer footing these days, halwouked more than 13 weeks on the road last
summer with an eye for 20 weeks this year. But nnoportantly, the show's themes of family,
togetherness and history continue to resonatepaitbnts and children alike.

"People don't see our show," Giovanni says. "Tleey it."

Jim Distasio is a writer in Chicago.

first appeared: 7/16/2006
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Gireus Fans Association of America

Zoppé Family Circus Reviewed Sept. 2004

Following is an original review of the Zoppé Famiyrcus from their Canfield, Ohio date. The revievgeEd Limbach,
Director of Public Relations and Media for the CFA

Zoppé FAMILY CIRCUS
MAHONING COUNTY FAIR
CANFIELD, OHIO

SEPTEMBER 4, 2004

By Edward W. Limbach

Director Public Relations and Media
Circus Fans Association of America
Friday, September 10, 2004 - Canfield, OH

On September 4, 2004 my wife, Lynn, and | deciaedttend the Mahoning County Faitts
for the express purpose of seeing the Zoppé Fabnius. We arrived at the fair at abOL- S
11:30 am and immediately proceeded to the Zoppeu€ir [ ey,

When we arrived at the big top we saw a sign the sigow at 6pm. We thought that thez %= T
sign must be in error so we saw a clown standirag thee entrance and asked if the time was corh=m:tmmed|ately
introduced himself as Nino Zoppé. | told him tha were members of the Circus Fans Association ofga and we
proceeded to strike up a conversation. After aliduninutes later, he said, " | want you to meetfatiger, Alberto
Zoppé." We proceeded to the backyard and theralbatto with Mike and Silvius Piccolo exchangingkaots. We were
honored to meet Alberto.

They immediately found chairs and wanted us to joithe jackpots. Alberto's wife, Sandy came todber of the trailer
and welcomed us. They made us feel right at hortierfo told us a very interesting story about hanchme to America
in 1948. At the time he was running and performimthe Zoppé Circus in Italy. He said that one Heygot a call from
John Ringling North telling him that he wanted Himperform in the Greatest Show on Earth. Albesid $ told him |

can't leave the circus. North said that he neededmd that Cecil B. DeMille wanted him in the mqViehe Greatest
Show on Earth". Alberto explained that after the @re were no elephants in Italian Circuses aat Whd been available
died during the war. So he said, | told John RimgiNorth that if you want me, | will come but yowst send me an
elephant to replace me on the Zoppé Circus. Naiththat he couldn't do that so Alberto told hiratth ok forget about
me coming to America. North replied ok you got yelephant. And so Alberto came to America to siadhe Greatest
Show on Earth. Now that is a great jackpot.

The Zoppé Family Circus big top seats about 500vee#tnew that there
would be a crowd to get in to the 6pm show. Wevariat about 5:15pm
and a crowd was already assembling. We moved thetoope line and
stood there about 10 minutes when Nino Zoppé spotieHe came right
over and said, "You don't stand in line come with amd pick out the seats



you want. There were about 50 chairs right on g curb. We were able to sit right in the cent&hile we were waiting
for the show to start Alberto came into the big ol wanted to know if we didn't want a cup of eeffWe thanked him
as we had just finished dinner. It was interestmg/atch Alberto, 82, go around the big top chegkimings out. He even
got a rake and smoothed out the sawdust whereottsedwould later go around the ring curb. Anotharg that
impressed me was Nino going around under the bégegiicking up paper or discarded soda cups.

The Zoppé Family Circus is created to be reminisoéthe one-ring European family circuses of the&t kentury. The
inside of the tent was very colorful with stingefdights and the Zoppé Family crest over the penfers entrance. The
music was canned but very well done. The ltalianosphere was created with the Italian music. Asopatbegan filling
the big top it was interesting to note that fanmigmbers were greeting them and helping them to seeits. The show
start time was delayed almost fifteen minutes duhé¢ large crowd and Zoppés effort to get everypaeat.

Finally the show started with a dynamic grand enfiye crowd was taken back with the energy displagghe opening. It
is clear the show revolves around Nino and histanting clown performance. The audience loved Aine lady sitting
next to me said that this is the greatest circuesvie ever seen. Nino does a great job of gettiagtidience involved. After
Nino, a great dog act was presented by Rudolph@&adpis fast moving and a real crowd pleaseroNiren does a
routine on the trapeze that had the audience gaispimother clown performed with a violin which waeeived favorably
by the audience. The finale was the presentatidwatbeautiful horses and equestrian ballerinacd@oppé who was
sensational. Nino also performed in this act. Aibguided the horses during the routine. The shuded with a skit by
Nino and members of the cast.

For a midway show the running time was a littlegdout the audience didn't mind. In fact, the Zopgdtsa standing
ovation. That is very special for a fair crowd.

The other thing that struck me is the fact thatgegormers positioned themselves outside of thedred thanked patrons
for coming and shook hands with them. | overheadynpsitive compliments. The fact is this is a vanyque circus. It is
very patron friendly and it is high-energy shownfratart to finish.

A tip of the hat to the Zoppé Family for creating agreat circus!

Zoppé Family Circus rolls into town

Family in Circus Business Since 1842

By Randy Conat
Swartz Creek

The circus has come to town. While it has cottamdgaclowns and animals, it's the man at the hefahe circus who's
getting all the attention. ABC12's Randy Conat heate.

There's just one ring in the Zoppé Family Circug,the performances you'll see are world classr&fa high wire act,
dangerous animals practically jump into your lad #rere are skillful equestrians.

The Zoppé family has been performing in circusesesil842. "There's saying in the circus: 'Oncesttvedust is in your
blood, you can never get it out." said Tosca Zoppé

The driving force behind the circus is 81-year+otdymaster Alberto Zoppé. He likes to say he wasaus performer
before he was born. His mother rode horses incaigiwhile pregnant with him. He loves his littleccis.

"You've got the audience next to us," he said. "¥an see if they enjoy the show or not."

Zoppé has appeared in five movies, including thssit "The Greatest Show on Earth." After World \Wahis family
circus in Italy needed an elephant. He agreed tiope in the Barnum & Bailey-Ringling Brothers Cug if they would
send his family an elephant.

They did and he began performing here in 1948.'Skdty he says he was traded for an elephantweaiming: If you
come to the Zoppé circus, be prepared to becoragtafthe act. The Zoppé Family Circus is perfargnihroughout the
weekend during Swartz Creek Hometown Days



